Beyond the Work Sustainable Housing Community by Brown, Ryan J
Beyond the Work Sustainable Housing Community 
Ryan Brown 
California Polytechnic State University 
San Luis Obispo, CA 
 
The Beyond the Work sustainable housing community is a development located in Santa Margarita, 
CA that seeks to provide housing to low income people with an added emphasis on sustainable, off-
grid living. The project started from scratch, and I assisted the team with preconstruction services in 
permitting, design, and estimating. I was able to chip away at the permitting process by helping our 
team understand what was needed to get the project permitted. This was a process that involved 
copious amounts of research into what type of permitting would be required for an unconventional 
project like this one. I also helped design 3d renderings of the proposed shipping container home and 
a deck that would eventually be attached to the home. From these renderings, I was able to estimate 
material costs for both the home and deck separately. The overall experience was extremely valuable 
in learning the different processes in preconstruction and adding value to a community-based project.   
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Introduction 
The “Beyond the Work” Sustainable Housing Community was the brainchild of Lisa Atia and Warren 
Chambers Jr. who are aspiring developers out of LA and Oakland, CA, respectively. The two birthed 
the project’s concept with the intention of making a lasting impact on the world. Lisa and Warren 
intend to grow their non-profit called “Beyond the Work” to a scale which they can provide 
sustainable housing communities across the globe for low income people. This project, located in 
Santa Margarita, CA, is the first building block for their encompassing vision. The overall scope of 
the project includes a home made from shipping containers and a working farm where they can grow 
their own food to eat and sell. The home will operate off grid, meaning it will produce its own power 
via a photovoltaic power system and produce its own water supply from an existing well on the 
property. The off-grid aspect of the project and shipping container home break traditional construction 
customs that will improve sustainability and the viability of recreating these types of projects in 
remote locations. The project will provide key experience and information that the two will be able to 
use as a foundation for their future developments and expanding non-profit. I was lucky enough to 
join the project and provide key preconstruction services in permitting, design, and estimating.  
How The Project Came About 
Lisa and Warren place an emphasis on the “beyond the work” aspect of their work, entailing that their 
projects would not only benefit the people that would eventually live in them but the people that 
actually worked to bring them to fruition. This ideology drove them to involve the local community in 
their projects as a way of providing invaluable working experience and knowledge to people. They 
saw bringing Cal Poly students in on the project as a perfect way to give back to the local community 
and draft hard-working team members. They reached out to the Cal Poly Construction Management 
department with an informational flyer which was email distributed to all CM students. This is the 
point that my partner, Trevor Trzebiatowski, and I reached out to Lisa to join the project and hit the 
ground running. When we joined the team, we realized that we could treat this project as if we were 
working for Lisa and Warren. In a sense, Lisa and Warren were our clients as well as our teammates 
on the project.  
Process 
The first step I took was discovery. The flyer we received made the project seem like it was already 
well underway and on the cusp of being built. Quickly, we realized that this was the opposite of the 
case. We also realized that the team we were working with may not have as much experience in 
construction as we initially thought. I do not mean this in a negative way because it was actually a 
positive thing for Trevor and me. It allowed us to take on bigger roles and learn a lot more in the 
process of the project. After a site visit in the 2nd week of the project, we discovered that we were 
starting from scratch on this project and had barely surpassed any vital preconstruction milestones in 
the planning process, nonetheless any physical construction on site at all. Once I had a grasp on where 
we were in the project, I went to work researching. One of my main jobs on the project was to work 
towards getting it permit ready. So, I read through the SLO building permit and did huge amounts of 
research into the local building codes to get an understanding for the regulatory atmosphere in the 
county and how it would apply to our project. I came to find out that requirements, even in the middle 
of nowhere Santa Margarita, were very stringent. I also began compiling all the pieces we had for 
permitting and making a list of all the things that we were missing so we could begin to work towards 
acquiring those pieces.  
My next step was planning. It made me think of the next logical steps we should take in 
preconstruction. This step meant providing valuable preconstruction information for our clients from 
the research that I did. I presented my list of outstanding permit items to Lisa and Warren and 
explained how most of them built off each other, were intertwined, what they did and why they were 
important. Some examples included a soils report, topographic survey, structural calculations for our 
slab, formally securing ownership of the land they intended to build on and obtaining a set of 
drawings.    
The next step was to execute obtaining the items that we needed. Because I was only going to be on 
this project for 10 weeks, I let Warren and Lisa lead the charge in getting those important 
preconstruction items while still offering my advice. Over time, Lisa and Warren secured a soils 
report and a topo survey which then allowed them to get structural calculations from a structural 
engineer for the slab we were going to put the shipping container on. These pieces were all very 
positive progress for the project.   
However, the biggest missing piece to the puzzle was getting a set of drawings. We would need 
complete structural, architectural, electrical, and plumbing plans for the shipping container house. I 
advised them to reach out to architects and or civil engineers to see if they could find someone willing 
to put together a team to draft the required plans for the house. This is a process that is still ongoing 
because the high price of developing official design documents. While I am not a licensed architect or 
engineer, I decided I could still contribute to this process by making informal 3d renderings, deck 
drawings, and a floor plan for the house. This was valuable because when a design professional is 
eventually hired in the future, the renderings and drawings I’ve made will help Lisa and Warren easily 
communicate their vision to a design team.  
 
Deliverables 
Without plans, it was hard to formally move the project forward and reach new milestones in 
preconstruction. As mentioned earlier, while Lisa and Warren looked for design professionals, I 
started developing projects that I could use as my deliverables. I began to create the vision that the 
clients had for their project. First, I made a rudimentary site layout for them on Bluebeam so that we 
could all be on the same page about how we wanted the elements on the property to be arranged. This 
would help the future design team design their systems given the desired layout of the property and its 
proposed functionality.  
Next, I moved on to developing a 3d rendering of the shipping container house using the design 
software Revit. It will give design professionals, potential investors, and new team members a visual 
representation of their vision and give the project some visual legitimacy. I made both an exterior 
rendering as well as an architectural floor plan for the shipping container house. 
Now that I had a rendering of the shipping container home, I began putting together a material 
estimate to build the tiny house. The clients indicated to me that they would be providing all the labor 
for the construction via friends in the construction industry that had volunteered their time to help 
them. So, I did not have to include labor costs in my estimate. I used a variety of online material 
pricing sources, most of which came from the local Home Depot website. I conceptually designed 
conventional building systems that were up to code and estimated them based on the housing 
dimensions and the floor plan I had previously developed. While I know this material estimate is 
rough, I think it gave the clients a better idea of what they were financially committing to on a 
material basis just to build their house. While they grappled with the ongoing uncertainty in pricing 
for professional design, my material estimate could at least give them some comfort on the 
construction side.  
I continued to work on smaller design projects after I got done with the tiny house renderings. Warren 
and Lisa had mentioned to me that they were going to want to have a deck outside their tiny home. I 
researched the county’s permit and code restrictions on building decks and found out that we could 
fully design and build a deck if it were under 300 SF. The deck also would not need a permit to be 
built. So, I designed a square 16’ x 16’ deck on Revit that the clients can easily build once they have 
their tiny home built. I started by doing structural calculations for the center beam of the deck which 
would experience the highest load demand in the decking system. From doing these structural 
calculations, I was able to settle on a common joist and beam size that would work with the easy-to-
install concrete block foundation system I decided to use. Once all my calculations checked out, I 
drafted formal plans. The plans are simple, but they provide all the information necessary for anyone 
to assemble the deck when the time comes. I also estimated the total cost for them based on local 
Home Depot prices for all the material so that they could decide if they wanted to keep the deck in 
their plans based on its material price.  
After I had completed these informal design deliverables for the tiny home, I continued to search for 
ways I could add value to the team while we were in deadlock finding a design team. I began 
researching non-conventional systems that we could integrate into our off-grid housing to circumvent 
permits, codes, and other red tape imposed by the SLO building department. While I was doing this, I 
red flagged a lot of the SLO county building code that would apply to our project in a negative way 
and tried finding solutions. One example I stumbled across in the code was that SLO county 
technically does not even allow homes to be made from shipping containers. Reading this part of the 
building code was scary at first. However, I did some research and I talked to the SLO building 
department and found that the county was willing to consider accepting a home made from a shipping 
container as long as it had the proper structural engineering and an ambiguously stated “acceptable” 
architectural aesthetic. I found out that SLO had only green lit one similar project in the past 10 years. 
I did more research and found the similar project that they alluded to. There is a winery in Paso 
Robles called CASS Winery that had built multiple shipping container hotel units that they rent out. 
We have been in contact with the winery and the contractor/ design team on that project seeing how 
they pushed their work through the county so that we could package our project to the county in a 
similar manner. This was just one good example of problem solving we had to do, and certainly was 
not the last.  
Lessons Learned 
1. Every Project is different 
This experience helped me learn that every project is different in personnel and scope. It helped me be 
able to analyze the viability of new projects based on personnel, funding, experience, local regulatory 
climates, and many other factors. I can now see why the companies I’ve worked for in the past 
meticulously select the jobs they want to pursue and bench others because of the seemingly endless 
variables that can play a role in producing a successful project.  
2. There is a solution to every problem 
I learned that there are solutions to every problem. There are a variety of avenues that can be taken to 
solve most problems. Some common avenues of problem solving that I discovered are in engineering, 
relationship building, researching, thinking outside the box, communication, and organization. A lot 
of these skills can be used in combination with each other to solve any multitude of problems that 
may arise. If you do not give up, you can solve just about anything using the skills of yourself and 
your team.  
3. Teamwork makes the dream work 
One of the most valuable lessons I learned was how extremely important teamwork is in construction. 
There is a huge amount of communication and relationship building required to be an effective team 
member and deliver a quality construction project. I learned to be quick and precise in communication 
and truly value building a relationship with every person I work with. Every person you work with 
could be valuable to you at some point down the road so avoid burning bridges and strive to 
strengthen them.  
Aside from lessons learned, I also built a lot of skills during this project. Here are some of those skills.  
1. Design – I learned how to design a lot of conventional and unconventional construction 
systems and tie them together. Examples include shipping container homes, rainwater 
harvesting systems, and decks.  
2. Revit – I learned how to use the design software Revit proficiently. I can now design things 
in 3d comfortably.  
3. Estimating – I further sharpened the estimating skills I learned at Cal Poly and learned where 
to find information for pricing things online.  
4. Structural engineering – I relearned how to do structural wood design from my ARCE 
structures classes.  
5. Compiling research – I learned how to take in a ton of information at one time and compile it 
so that I had it in my back pocket whenever I might need it. I mostly learned to do this while 
I was researching building code.  
Conclusion 
This project was an extremely valuable learning experience for all involved. I expanded my skillset in 
preconstruction processes like design, estimating, and permitting. Although we did not reach the 
permit ready milestone in the ten weeks I was on the project, we still made great strides towards it. 
The project has a long way to go in both the preconstruction and construction phases with endless 
opportunities for students to contribute and develop their skillsets left on the table. There is enough 
work to be done on this project to offer senior project opportunities for at least another year. I am 
excited to keep up with the progression of the project and cannot wait to see it built in the coming 
year.  
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Figure 1. Site map layout created on Bluebeam. 
 
Figure 2. Exterior 3d rendering of the shipping container home. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Floor Plan for the shipping container home. 
 
Figure 4. Rough estimate for shipping container home materials. 
 
 
Figure 5. Elevation drawing of the deck. 
 
 
Figure 6. Framing plan for the deck. 
 
 
Figure 7. Tributary loading area for beam under highest stress in framing system. 
 
Figure 8. Free body, shear, and moment diagrams for the beam in Figure 8. 
 
 
Figure 9. Structural calculations for deck beam. 
 
Figure 10. Joist sizing chart for deck. 
 
 
Figure 11. Deck material estimate. 
